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	Sanctuary and Sin

**Chapter 1: Sanctuary**

_Author's note: This fic is about a religion I made up based on different aspects of different religions, including the Roman gods and goddesses and modern Catholicism. It will be based loosely on the Naruto manga, but I will tweek things as needed.  
><em>

The priests lined the temple, preparing for the ritual of the Fox. They were to purify the sanctity of the temple, and had been cleaning it since morning. Iruka stood among them, one of the young orphans given jobs for food and board, waiting patiently for the singing to begin. The place smelled tantalizing with its incense and bee's wax candles. The white robes were warm and clean, and the feeling of being cared for was really all that Iruka could ask for really. Recently, he had been homeless, starving, and half dead before being brought to this place. Now he had a full belly and a purpose, which made him feel appreciative and happy for the first time in a year.

Iruka had lost his parents to disease when he was only 8 years old, and he had been homeless within the next month. Konoha had lost many to the diseases that spread through the poorer areas, and had many children wandering the streets. The hokage had finally decreed that the temples allow orphans to work for them, since the rules were strict and the life was hard. They needed new recruits but in this day and age most people didn't want to make the sacrifice required to become a religious zealot. They had to wake early to pray, and clean the entire temple, top to bottom, and even fast during the holidays. Not to mention they didn't get paid.

It was not glamorous at all.

Iruka listened to the soft choir of boy's, as their voices rose, and stared at the shrine of the Fox, and the bust of the Fox, glittering like gold, though it was only copper. It was not worth money, but to him it was invaluable. The Fox represented Iruka's desire to survive, and his will to make it in this world. The hokage had given him this place, and Iruka was going to do his duty and make sure to pay him back somehow. He didn't have money, but he had his loyalty and dedication.

Some of the others didn't feel the same way; they were bitter and angry to have lost everything. They hadn't known hardship before, and some of them hated the temple and the lectures, and the endless work. The food wasn't exactly ramen, but Iruka didn't mind it. The vegetarian lifestyle didn't bother him, and neither did the prayers and songs. They ate and had plenty of water to bathe and Iruka loved it. The place held him in its power, under thrall, because he believed in the power and worshiped it with a faith he had never expected to feel.

"Thank you, Fox for this bountiful land, and please protect us," the high priest's weathered voice rasped.

He had the kind of voice that comforted and soothed those around him, and Iruka responded to it completely, giving himself over to the words of the prayer. The sense of something moving in the air, made him realize that the spirit of the shrine had also heard those words and was replying in its own way. Iruka sighed and hummed along with the music, because he didn't have a beautiful voice like Mizuki did, and was not in the choir. He didn't begrudge the other boy his talent but he was a tad envious.

"Bring us the unity of your land, and bless us with your benevolence," the high priest continued.

The mass continued on, all of them standing subserviently before their God. Iruka hadn't realized he was smiling until an older priest frowned at him. Iruka stifled it. Then he heard a shocking sound reverberate through the church and almost jumped out of his skin. There was a dog in the temple, barking and panting loudly; it was a small one, with the symbol of the soldiers on its back. The soldiers guarded the temple for the hokage, and this dog had apparently wandered away from his master. The dog glanced around as the priest -who'd glared at Iruka earlier- took a grab at it. Iruka bit down on his laughter as the dog slipped past him.

"Allow us to serve you, Oh Fox, and keep us on the right path..."

Iruka pulled a small cracker out of his pocket and held it out, as the dog approached. Then felt the soft, damp tongue brush his hands and the treat was gone. There was the soft click of nails on the stone floor and another older priest fell as he tried to catch the animal. Behind Iruka there was a quiet presence at the window, and he turned to see the masked soldier looking into the temple with a hopeless look in his eye. Iruka winked at the young man, who blinked in surprise. Or perhaps winked back? He wasn't sure, since the other eye was covered.

The soldiers weren't allowed inside the building, so the man couldn't come in to collect the animal, especially not during the mass.

Iruka straightened back up before someone told him off, but everyone was distracted by the mutt, which was now climbing the dais toward the altar. The high priest didn't even seem to notice the pooch, who promptly lifted his leg beside a vase of flowers. A young boy from the choir, nearby swatted at the dog, and it lowered its leg, and ran back down the steps. Iruka watched it go in one direction, and dodge in another as someone went after it. Iruka held out another cracker, and when the dog approached, Iruka grabbed him. The small teeth snapped at his hand defensively. Then Iruka tossed it behind him out the window, where the soldier gave a soft grunt of surprise.

Iruka smiled innocently as everyone stared at him, and ignored them in favor of the high priest. The men straightened their robes, alternating between glaring at Iruka and smiling at him in appreciation. Iruka smirked, knowing that he had that affect on people sometimes. Something touched his ear, and Iruka put his hand up to find a flower there. The stem was light green and the bud was yellow, with three long petals curling around the stem. It was fragrant and lovely, and he hid it carefully in his sleeve. The sound of barking moved away and Iruka smiled again, before returning his attention to the sermon.

After the sermon was over, they filed out to eat breakfast at the picnic tables outside. The youngest members of the order were the orphans who acted as altar or choir boys. They brought out the food and set it on the table before the high priest. They had rice, beans, tofu, miso soup, pickled radishes, and greens. The freshly squeezed lemonade was sour and delicious as well. Iruka drooled in anticipation.

Mizuki was a little younger than Iruka, so he was also one of the ones helping. He was carrying a tray of bread to the table when he tripped, and dropped all of the loaves on the ground.

"Mizuki!" A tall priest lectured. "Pick up all of that bread, and break it up for the animals. Take one dirty loaf for yourself and go to your room. That will teach you not to drop food!"

Mizuki's mouth fell open in dismay. A stormy look came over him, but Mizuki did as he was told, and went off to sit by himself to shred the bread in the barn yard. Iruka slipped some radishes in his pocket for his friend for later, and tried not to glance over at him too often. It was hard to enjoy it when he felt so bad for Mizuki but Iruka knew the feeling of starvation and not even having one dirty slice of bread, even, to eat. So he managed to eat his, despite his remorse. Iruka chewed slowly, knowing they wouldn't get seconds.

Iruka was part of the clean up crew, so he had to wait a while to bring Mizuki his radishes.

The next day Iruka was called to send a message to the Hokage, and he was forced to wear the bronze jewelry to indicate his status in the temple. It was terribly ostentatious, fixed with orange calcite, but they assured him it wasn't expensive; the soldiers would never believe he was from the temple without it. Iruka wanted this opportunity to prove that he was a worthy apprentice for the priests. He wanted so badly to be able to become a priest there. He took the scroll to deliver and the elder seemed a little worried as he handed it off.

"This scroll is very important, so don't lose it. You are not to open the scroll and look inside, nor are you to hand it over to anybody else, but the hokage himself," the priest said. "Don't go anywhere but the hokage tower, and back. Konoha is not in war now, but that doesn't mean it won't have it's dangers."

"Yes, Father Dominic," Iruka said with a bow.

He left the gates of the temple and peered around at the village nervously. He had lived in the village for years with his parents but had never gone through its streets alone. Now he tucked the scroll carefully into his tunic, and walked to the center of town, following the sight of the tower over the other buildings. He got to the square, where the stands crowded, selling food. There were people all over the place, and their voices filled the square. Iruka was intimidated by the place and it's overflowing streets. As he walked purposefully toward his destination Iruka saw a group of squires that stood arguing over who was going to go steal some cakes from the cake stand.

Iruka saw them there, but didn't pause to talk, and continued on past them. Then suddenly a boy grabbed Iruka's pendent off of his chest, and yanked it over his head.

"Hey!" Iruka cried.

"What's this then? Some kind of necklace?" The apparent leader asked.

"No, it's a pendent. Give it back!" Iruka demanded.

"Why should I? I'm going to sell it to buy some cake," the boy said, with a playful smile.

Iruka hesitated, his livelihood and future hanging in the fate of that pendent. Then he nodded.

"Let's make a bet. If I can guess your name, you give it back. If you guess my name, you can keep it," Iruka said.

"Hmm. Ok!" The boy said.

"Hmm. Is your name... Hikaru?"

"No. Is yours Ryuu?"

"Not it. How about Yuki?"

"Nope. Is it Kyou?"

"Genma?" Iruka asked.

"H-how did you know?" The boy asked.

Iruka took the pendent from his slack hand.

"I heard your friend say it as I walked by!" Iruka smiled, and ran.

The squires gasped and called out, but Iruka was already gone. He ran quickly, catching them off guard. As he got a half dozen yards away from the tower he saw them closing in on him, and began to run faster. They had weapons in their hands, and his stomach dipped in fear at the sight. Before they could catch up Iruka got inside the door of the tower and ran up the stairs.

Iruka got to the top floor, clutching the pendent in one hand and the scroll in the other. He was sweating and dirty now, and his hair was coming out of it's tie. Nobody stopped him as he approached but he sensed someone watching. The place reeked of a different kind of power than at the temple grounds, and the scent of blood seemed to underline everything, but he didn't hesitate. He felt like he was still being chased, still.

"Hokage-sama!" Iruka called, and got up to the door and knocked.

He fell into the office, as his lungs struggled to catch up with him.

"He made it," someone said.

Iruka glanced up and saw the hokage and a familiar figure beside him. The young temple soldier leaned against the window.

"You... dog..." He gasped.

"What did he call you?" The hokage asked, unnerved.

"I meant..."

"Not what you're thinking, hokage-sama. He found my dog for me once." The soldier said, shooting a warning glare at Iruka.

Iruka buttoned his lips and kept silent. He wondered if the soldier would be in trouble if they knew he was responsible for the dog incident that morning. It was funny to see a hired killer getting nervous over something Iruka had witnessed. He couldn't contain his amusement and the soldier glared at him again. Iruka raised his hands defensively and averted his gaze, to hide his amusement.

Then Iruka placed the scroll on the desk, bowing again, and backed away. The Hokage, an elderly man with a crafty look, opened the note to read it.

"Ah!" The Fourth looked at Iruka suddenly, like what he had read had been about him.

Iruka tilted his head quizzically, and saw the soldier turn to stare back and forth between them. Then the hokage sat back in his chair and stared some more. Iruka blinked, then began to back away slowly, wondering how he could leave without being rude. The letter wouldn't have been about him, would it? He was just an apprentice, and a new one at that. There was nothing remarkable about him.

"Um, well, if that's all, I will be going now... Hokage-sama..." Iruka said.

The two men stared at him as he slowly left the room, feeling extremely uncomfortable and confused. They still didn't speak, and continued to stare at him. It was very disconcerting. The hokage was also a former soldier and a ninja, so it seemed they were all a little crazy. Killing people seemed to have a debilitating effect on people's minds, Iruka thought. Good thing he'd never had to do it. He wanted to go back to the temple where life was simple and made sense. He shut the door behind him, feeling like he'd just been in a fight. How uncomfortable. He was tense and nervous still, and wondered what the note had said. Whatever it was, Iruka didn't care, as long as he was no longer homeless, and had his role and destiny, he was complete.

Somehow there was an odd familiarity about those two men, the soldiers. Iruka felt strangely aware that they were people he was tied to somehow. Iruka's fate lay with the temple, and so he had to serve the hokage to the best of his ability. The man had saved Iruka from a terrible death, and he owed him so much. There was still something that bothered him about those two, but perhaps it was just the fact that the hokage hadn't told him what the note had said. Iruka thought if he had the chance he had better ask the priest who had sent him to deliver it.

He walked down the stairs, slightly dazed, and his body relaxed because his job was done. He was so exhausted, it felt like he could eat two full course meals. After all that running and climbing stairs, and then meeting the hokage, he was exhausted. He forgot all about the kids he had been running from until he got back outside.
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End file.
